Believe it or not?

Background

Recently, SARS rages in Hong Kong. Everyday we receive abundant information on
SARS not only from mass media like television and newspapers, but also from other
channels such as the e-mail. It is the email that we, the youth, tend to use most
often to receive "atypical™ information.

It is really not an exaggeration to "crown" the e-mail as the single most important
instrument for disseminating "atypical” information. From the e-mail, we receive
information with no or little source reference and of doubtful content. But at the same
time, it is also astounding hearsay which interests us most. More importantly, not all
the information from the e-mail is untrue. If we take the information on its surface
value, it will probably lead to trouble. At its best, the email might just cause
embarrassment. At its worst, it may lead to fear and anxiety, and turmoil in society
as in the case of a 14-year-old student spreading rumour on the net that the HKSAR
has been declared an infected city.

To assess the credibility of a piece of information is not an easy task. Credibility is
influenced by many factors. Some information is deliberately made up to achieve
certain purposes; some loses genuineness when the information is passed on from
person to person. There are some basic criteria which can help us assess the
credibility of certain information on the net.

Five Criteriain Assessing E-mail Credibility

1. Date: Is the date clearly stated to indicate the time the incident

took place? Isthe date in line with other related events?

2. The author: Who wrote this? Is he/she reliable? Does the
information show any inconsistency(ies) with the
author’s status, professional position and/or
character?

3. Purpose: What ig/are the purpose(s) of composing the mail? Is it

part of hisjob?

Audience: Who is the target audience?

Consistency: Do you find any inconsistency in the

information
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Below are excer pts from recent inter net mails.
Please discussif they contain reliable infor mation.

N.B.: In order to preserve the originality of the e-mails, grammatical errors
and/or errors in sentence structure are not corrected.

Source 1

Www.sosick.org

( 03 4 2 8 00 )
Latest SARS Infected Area in HK (as of 2003.04.02 8:00am)

Hospitals
Hong Kong Island

1 XXXX XXXXXX Hospital

2 XXXXX Hospital

Source 2
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Source 3

SARS

Dr Name
AXX AXX AXX XX XX XX XXXXXXXXXXXXX
Bxx Bxx Bxx XX XX XX XXXXXXXXXXXXX
Cxx Cxx Cxx XX XX XX XXXXXXXXXXX
Dxx Dxx Dxx XX XX XX XXXXXXXXXXX
Exx Exx Exx XX XX XX XXXXXXXXXXX
Fxx Fxx Fxx XX XX XX XXXXXXXXXXXXX
Gxx Gxx Gxx XX XX XX XXXXXXXXXXXX

Source 4

[ 2 BFER (28/3) W RIT EFE R, MM AR B 55 6 Bl fExx TR
RAEEFPS F 0 HEMERTIHRT MEEERYNERE
BEH/XIET RE A FEMTERIHN — &N, EFZBEAH AR
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REXRERE......
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Source 5

xxXxx K,




Source 6

Tony Mok >>Prince of Wales Hospital >>Chinese University of Hong
Kong

I AM at Prince of Wales every day, closely involved with all actions and
still in good shape. Let me clarify the subject matter:
. There is no evidence that the infection is airborne.

. Only direct exposure to respiratory droplet has been related to

infection ...
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Source 7

EREERE SRS
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Source 8

SARS
SARS
180
Source 9
3
10
Source 10

Ve Are With You

Prod. Cacilia LW, Chan
[rrector, Centreon Behavioral Health
02,04 2003

Facial expressions are iasked,
burt love, hope, acceptance and
forgiveness still go on...
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Do you think the mails can passthe credibility test?

7
Author
_ Credibility
Date Consistency Audience Purpose Consistency | (With referenceto thetable
Name | Reliability |with theauthor’s In content | helow, indicate the credibility
background of the source by putting % in
the cor responding box)
Source 1
Source 2
Source 3
Source 4
Source 5
Source 6
Source 7
Source 8
Source 9
Source 10




date not specified; author not specified; unclear purpose; inconsistent

* in content
Date and author specified; but content inconsistent with author’s
* % status, professional position and/or character; unclear purpose;
inconsistent in content
e Date and author specified; clear purpose; no obvious inconsistency in

content

Date and author specified; clear purpose; content consistent with
%k %k |author’s status, professional position and/or character; no
inconsistency in content

Date and author specified; author renowned and of high status; clear
%% %k % |purpose; content consistent with author’s status, professional position
and/or character; content consistent and verifiable

Homework

Having completed the credibility test, which e-mail(s) would you chooseto share
with your friends? Why?
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~) Attention
I To assess the credibility of a piece of
r information, the list of questions in the
| “Five Criteria in Assessing E-mail
Credibility” is but a starting point. To tell
right from wrong, to discern true from -
fake, we have to know more, think more
_(

and experience more.




